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Part One 


Author's Notes: 

It was harder for me to write something like this than | thought it would be. | love horror, and most of my 
stories have contained an element of horror in some form or the other, but I've never attempted something 
with this tone, with characters like this. The idea came to me when | was reading about the plight of young 
boys in London in the Idth century, and since | was in a period of desperately attempting to rack my brains for 
an idea suited to the Halloween Challenge, this story took shape in my mind at last, and not a moment too soon. 


| hope | can get it done in time.. 


He would die here. 


They would find his skeleton, trapped fast between the four walls of the tight, pitch-black rectangle of the 
chimney flue. Hs knees would still be jammed against his ribs, caught just beneath his chin, but they wouldnt be 
crushing his lungs anymore; his lungs would have long rotted away, the pink folds of fleshy wet matter drying, then 
decaying, and eventually disintegrating into nothing, leaving behind a hollow ribcage. He wouldn't be able fo feel the 
knobs of his spine grinding painfully against the wall behind him, and he certainly wouldn't feel the stiff, white-hot 
bullets of pain that shot vehemently up and down his neck. Instead, his skull would be tilted Imply to the side, and 


his jaw would hang open in that grinning, voiceless scream that all skeletons seem to share, as if protesting the 


unfairness of their fate. 
Until then, he is stuck 


He whimpers, and it turns into a hacking cough, his small body shuddering, and the movement sends more soot 


trickling into his hair. Its hot, and he feels it hissing softly as it burns itself into his scalp. 


Pain is insidious fo him. He has grown accustomed to a certain level of it in his day-to-day activity. The sharp chill 
that flares in his young bones when the weather cools, the acrid stinging of small cuts ravaging his skin, and the 
aching, desperate tiredness in his perpetually overworked muscles and joints are but a few of the sensations that 


have dulled bleakly into the background of his life, ignored for the purposes of practicality. 


Now, he hangs, gridlocked between four black walls, and Pain - with a capital P - slinks inevitably into the 
foreground of his consciousness, posturing, flexing its muscles. His senses scream and howl for something else to 
focus on, but of course there is nothing, nothing but blackness and silence to accommodate the agony that thirsts 
for his attention 


Raw, bloody elbows, prickling and burning like acidic insect bites. Skinned knees, grainy sediment grinding viciously into 
the tender pink flesh Master's voice shouting at him fo climb, you little toerag, get your skinny behind up there 
and clean before | light this straw and give you something to bloody well cry about. 


But he isnt crying He can't cry, because there is no liquid in his tear ducts. He is dehydrated, the dust in his eyes 
drying them out so they are nothing more than two scratchy, sightless cavities, and he can feel them burning He 
rubs at his eyeballs with one bony knuckle, but that only makes it worse. Blinking, seeing nothing but darkness and 
red spots dancing in the corners of his vision, he wonders for the first time at what else could be lurking in here 


with him, unseen, undetected The thorns of unease that have been skimming along his spine stiffen at the thought 
Perhaps, right now, there is somebody above hm 


Somebody who had climbed up here to clean the chimney because their Master would beat them if they didn’t 
Somebody who had gotten stuck, and died, alone and in the dark, just lke he would And if he climbed any higher, he 
would feel the heavy coldness of bone pushing jaggedly against the top of his head, or perhaps it would be 
something softer, something more fleshy and not quite rotted away, and it would reek of mouldy eggs and malice, 
and it would press gently against his face, and suffocate him. 


"Im stuck!" The words finally claw their way out of his soot-filled mouth, his palms slapping wildly against the sides 
of the flue, and Master isnt moved He never is. 


‘Unstick yourself, then, you useless little pansy! You got ten seconds before | light this straw on fire and stick it up 


in there!" 


He shudders, and squeezes his eyes closed 


When he opens them again a few seconds later, there is no discernible difference in his vision 
He closes his eyes again 

Waits. 

Opens. 


He does this a few times, the unease cooling sharply into panic, realising he could have gone blind and he wouldn't 


know. 


He could have gone blind and he wouldn't know, he wouldn't know, he wouldn't know, he could have gone blind and 


he wouldn't know - 
The phrase circles feasingly around his mind in a twisted, grotesque parody of a nursery rhyme. 


Yelping as the heat of the flame licks against his bare heels, he braces his hands desperately against the 
surrounding bricks, trying to climb upwards and escape the pain, forgetting about any decaying corpses that may be 
hanging overhead Hardened soot dislodges itself from the wall and crumbles, hitting the fireplace below with a 
distant thud 


Hs hands grab at the brush that rests on his knees, and he reaches for the metal scraper he's stashed beneath his 
cap, using it to scour at the dirt above his head More soot drops into his open mouth and eyes. Choking, he spits, 
the bitter taste sticking blackly onto his dry tongue, and his eyes dont - can't - water. He longs to yank them out 
with his fingers and make the hurting stop. 


Pulling his cap over his face, he wriggles desperately, trying fo free his knees and slither upwards, biting back a 
scream when the straw stabs insistently against the pads of his feet, burning them. A hoarse sob of relief escapes 
his throat when he feels his knees give a little, relishing the painful chafing on his kneecaps because it means he's 


moving, he's moving, he's moving - 
‘Are you moving yet?" 


‘lm not stuck anymore," he shouts down, his voice cracking with pride as he positions his heels so they are flat 


against the wall behind him. 
'Halle-bloody-lyjah! Now sweep, boy, sweep!" 
The familiar pain in his lower back flickers fo life. He gets to work, stashing the metal scraper between his teeth 


One hand jerks the brush to and fro, the other braced against the wall before hm for support, his lower body 


tensed into stillness. 


To and fro, to and fro with the brush, and the soot and hardened tar loosens slowly, slowly with each movement, 
and he works blindly, painstakingly, listening to the echoing scritch-scritch-scritch of his fools with weary 
satisfaction. 

Scritch-scritch-scritch. 

** ¥ 


Scritch-scritch-scritch 


Michael McKagan swept one finger absently through the teardrop-shaped flame of the candle and stared at 
the empty fireplace in front of him. 


He listened. 
He had been listening for hours. 


From the corner of the room, barely visible in the trembling orange light of the candle, a little boy watched 


him. 

He had been watching for hours. 

Scritch-scritch-scritch - 

Scccrrrrtch 

Michael sat up. 

Scerrrrrtttch 

Like fingers being dragged down a blackboard, but more subtle. 

He swallowed. 

Something - someone - was definitely not sliding down the chimney. That was an impossibility, and 
impossibilities are, by definition, impossible. So, logically, the sound had to mean something else. Perhaps a 
mouse, or a rat, or the auditory hallucinations that accompany the vertiginous descent into madness. 
Sccecccccrrrrrrrrrrtch, 


The boy from the corner was walking silently towards him. 


Scrrrrrtch-scritch-scritch 


The sound was definitely not growing louder. He would not rise from his tense perch on the armchair to 
investigate, because that would be admitting that there was something in there worth investigating, and a 
feathery tickle of small, skinny fingers brushed against the back of his neck and Michael McKagan's scream 
froze sharply in his throat. 

Breathy laughter tickled his ear. 

"Scared you, Daddy." 

Exhaling, Michael slumped back in his chair, recognising his son's mischievous voice. 

"Charlie..." 

His voice was shaking. Charlie must have seen something in his expression, because the cheeky amusement 
faded from his young features and he climbed hesitantly onto the arm of the chair, leaning forward to peer 
closely at his father. 

"Daddy?" 

Michael was concentrating on regulating his breathirg. 


"| scared you badly, didn't |?" 


Guilt effused from Charlie's voice. Michael's hand came up and touched his son's hair, brushing the blond 


strands off his forehead, weak relief and surprised anger vying for dominance on his ashen face. 
"Charlie, that wasn't funny." 
Charlie ducked his head, rubbing his arm with his hand. 


‘It was a little bit," he mumbled, before the last of the defiance gave way and he leaned against his father's 
shoulder. "Sorry." 


Michael sighed. 

"How long were you standing there?" 

Charlie shrugged. "An hour? Probably less," he added quickly, seeing his father's eyes narrow. 
"You were supposed to be in bed," Michael scolded. 


Charlie played with his fingers. 


"So were you," he returned, not looking up. 


Michael opened his mouth to reply, and then closed it again, with the resigned comprehension that his son was 
right. He realised, with a surreptitious glance at the grandfather clock by the fireplace, that it was nearly 


three in the morning. 

"Daddy?" 

"Yes..." 

"You were thinking about the old days, weren't you? The chimney." 

Mike groaned inwardly at the hesitant excitement that had crept into his son's voice. 
"Charlie, not now. It's time we went to bed - both of us." 

"But, Daddy,” Charlie pleaded 

"No buts, come on - " 

"You heard something, didn't you?" 


Michael tensed, and looked down at Charlie's eager face. His son's blue eyes glinted eerily in the candlelight, his 
fringe casting long shadows over his hazy features, the paleness of his skin fading smokily into the blackness 
of the room. 


"| don't know what you're talking about," he said abruptly, and Charlie deflated. 


"This place is haunted, Daddy," he said slowly, with the air of explaining something simple to a very stupid child. 
"That's what Mamma says. She says that's why we got a house this big so cheap, because they found that b 


“That's enough!" Michael's voice came out sharper than he'd intended, but it had the desired effect - 
momentarily, at least. Charlie bit his lip, and allowed himself to be guided upstairs, Michael carrying the candle 
in one hand and holding his son's shoulder in the other, the firelight tinting their immediate surroundings with a 
faint shade of red-yellow. 


When Michael went to tuck Charlie into his bed, Charlie reached over and touched his father's elbow, where 
the skin had never quite softened. Michael let him, feeling the small, warm fingers trailing over the rough, tiny 
bumps, scratchy in places, smoother in others. He did the same to his other elbow, until Michael pushed his 
hands gently away. 


"Good n - " 
"What was it like up there?" Charlie whispered, and Michael sighed. 


"Dark. And stuffy, and scary," he responded monotonously. "Now go to sleep Charlie, for the love of God. You 


have school tomorrow." 


* eX 

When Michael entered his bedroom at last, Helena was still fast asleep, lying on her side, her back facing him. 
The rhythmic sigh of her breathing tinged the quietude with a peaceful hum, the sound washing over him and 
calming his fluttering nerves, the fright of Charlie's little prank still fresh in his mind - Charlie's prank, and 
nothing more, he told himself firmly. He clambered into the bed next to her and adopted a similar position, lying 
on his side with his back to the door, pulling the sheets up to his chin and closing his eyes. Yawning a little, 
relaxing into the comfort of Helena's body heat, he shifted closer to her and buried his face in the pillow. Soon, 
he felt himself start to slip into a welcome slumber. 

A mischievous voice whispered, "Hey." 

Michael didn't stir. 

"Go to bed, Charlie." 

Breathy laughter tickled his ear, for the second time that night. 

‘| dd the dare." 

Michael's eyelids peeled open, and suddenly the warmth of his wife's body felt very distant. 

The voice nipped at his earlobes. 

"| did the dare, Mey, Í fold you | would" 

Another muffled laugh slithered coolly into Michael's eardrums, and he trembled, drawing the sheets tighter 
around himself, the scream that had frozen in his throat earlier tugging insistently at his vocal cords once 
more. 


"Who's the scaredy-cat now?" 


Michael pressed himself Helena, burying his nose between her shoulder blades, squeezing his eyes shut, wishing 
desperately that he could do the same to his ears. 


He would not turn over and look. He would not. If he did, that would be admitting that there was something 


there to be looked at. Something standing mutely behind him, between the bed and the door, something that 


was perhaps drawing closer to where he cowered behind his wife with every passing second - 

And that was an impossibility. 

He simply would not turn and look. That should do it. He would stay perfectly still and the thing behind him 
would go away, flitting back into the dusky world of imagination where it belonged, nowhere near him and his 
family, and certainly not close enough for him to feel its frosty breath grazing the back of his neck - 


"Who's the baby now, Mikey?" 


He didn't sleep that night. 


Part Two 


Author's Notes: 
Writing in this style and tone is proving to be an interesting challenge. I'm very grateful for all the positive 
feedback from the last chapter, and | hope | can keep meeting your expectations as this story goes on. This 


chapter was really enjoyable to write-| hope it's somewhat enjoyable to read, too. On we go.. 


"You all right?" 

The new boy raises his head and gives him a filthy look. "Do | look all right?" he snarls 

Mike nibbles at his lower lp and appraises the newcomer, whose hands gingerly cup their opposite elbows, his fingers 
hovering nervously just above the skin as if afraid to touch it. Hs shirt sleeves are raised fo his armpits. Hs filthy 
trousers have also been rolled up, exposing the reddened, smarting flesh of his kneecaps. Mike glimpses a hint of 
skin of the boy's elbow from between his fingers, and he winces. 

‘Hurts, doesnt it?" he offers sympathetically. 


The boy's lps curl with scorn "You don't fucking say." 


"O; don't talk to him like that," Steve frowns, abandoning the arduous task of trimming his toenails with his teeth 


and coming to Mike's defence. 
The new boy whirled on him. 
"Yeah? Whats it to you, Goldilocks?" 


From his perch by the window where he was making faces at passers-by, Saul looks over and grins. "Did you just 
call him Goldilocks? " 


He points fo Steve, laughing, stroking his wild black hair with affected luxury. "Goldilocks, Goldilocks, Goldllocks..!" 


"Shut up!" Steve shouts, tackling him. The two scuffle on the floor, laughing and grunting with exertion Mike 
watches them, whooping and clapping, stepping neatly out of the way when a wild fist flies a litte too close. The 
new boy glares at them, his expression morphing from hostility fo doubtful bemusement. He straightens his arms, 
hands dangling uncertainly by his side, and examines the welts on his knees, turning his legs and twisting his head to 
get a better view, grimacing in pain Mike looks back up at him. 


"E hurts less if you dont touch em," he advises. Offering a disarming grin at the boy's slowly softening expression, 
he jabs a thumb at his face. "Im Mke, by the way." 


The new boy nods, shifting a httle. 


"Jeff" he responds, scratching his greasy black hair, pushing his fringe out of his eyes, blinking slightly when they fall 
defiantly back to their original positions 


"OWW! You bitch!" 


Steve and Saul freeze, and all four boys look over to the other side of the room by the fireplace, where Mistress 
- a portly, red-faced woman with her coarse brown hair pulled tightly into a severe bun - is struggling with a 
small ginger youth. She holds a thick brush with sharp black bristles in one hand, liquid running over her hands from 
where she'd dipped the brush into the bucket of brine by her feet. Between her knees, she clasps the furiously 


struggling boy and pulls his arm out with her other hand, her fingers closing around his scrawny wrist. 
‘Lemme go, you fat old cow!" he roars, trying to pull away. 


Ignoring him, she wrenches his arm, straightening it so it faces the fire that crackles in front of them, and scrubs 


harshly at the skin on his elbow. The boy lets out an unearthly shriek, followed by another string of curses. 


"Thats Billy," Jeff said in a low voice as Mistress started on Billy's knees, the scratchy rasp of bristle scraping over 
flesh making all four of them flinch 


‘Stop moving, you lithe tramp!" she snaps, waving the bristle threateningly in his face. h response, Billy whys his 
body round and sinks his teeth into Mistress’s forearm. 


‘Right, thats it. Gordon!" she bellows, after dropping her bristle and grabbing Billy's ear and twisting it. "Come ‘ep me 
hold this httle scallywag still! A right fucking wildcat, he is!" 


The master - Gordon - tramps into the room, takes one look at Billy, and rolls up his sleeves. 


‘Its always the street ones that are the worst," he grunts as he wrestles with the hissing youngster. "Did the 
other one give you any trouble?" He glances over at Jeff, who stares back, his chin raised 


‘Nothing like this," Mistress grumbles, gingerly poking the spot where Billy had bitten her. 'He better not ‘ave given 
me anything, the ratty little squirt." 


"s he always like that?" Saul asks, his voice tinged with morbid fascination, watching as Master holds Billy - still 
struggling madly - by the fireplace, while Mistress goes to work with her brush and brine. Jeff shrugs, and for the 
first time, smiles. Its nothing more than a bleak, mirthless twist of his thin lips, and the expression makes him seem 


unsettlingly precocious. 


‘Nah. Sometimes he gets angry." 


The other three boys glance at each other, unsure of how to react. Saul huffs out a short, uncomfortable chuckle. 


‘Its easier if you just let em do if," Steve says wisely. He shows Jeff his own elbows, the hardened patch of skin a 
shade darker than on the rest of his body. 


"Here, feel," he encourages 

Jeff gives him an odd look, but after a moments hesitation, he reaches over and touches, recoiling immediately. 
‘ts.rough," he breathes, and reaches over to feel again, his eyes wide. "Does it hurt?" 

‘Nah. That's the point. It bleeds less this way, when we're working," Saul explains, as Steve rolled his sleeves down 


Jeff looks at each of them in turn, then down at his own elbows and knees. The irritated skin glows an angry red, 
but it isn’t hardened He looks back up at the boys, who return his questioning gaze with new solemnity. 


‘it takes a few times," Mike says softly, looking past him. 
From the fireplace, Billy yowls 


x # * 


"Sweep-o! Sweeeeep-ooooo!" 


The boys troop up and down the dull slate greyness of the London streets, yelling for customers, their bare feet 
slapping against the roughly cobbled pavements, wielding their brushes and metal scrapers with aggressive flourish 
that serves fo keep their scantily clad limbs from feeling the bleak chil of early winter. Horses clatter occasionally 
by, pulling either a cart full of commercial goods fo be sold, or a carriage with rich society members huddled inside, 
comtortably sheltered from the misty grey fog that creeps through the narrow streets 


"Sooot- o! Sooot-oo00000!" 


The final months of the year are always accompanied by a renewed burst of people clamouring to get their 
chimneys cleaned, and by the end of the day, all five of them have completed at least three Jobs. Jeff and Billy 
proved themselves fo be exceptionally adept at pickpocketing - or ‘buzzing,’ as they called it; in addition fo the soot 
and coal that they'd gathered in the large burlap sacks they all carried on their backs, and the money they'd 
earned, between them they had acquired nearly two guineas, a pocket-watch, a pen-knife that Billy refused fo let 
anyone touch, and several hard candies that they immediately shoved in their mouths, sucking the sweets greedily 
between their teeth, laughing with glee at their good fortune. 


"What?" Jeff says defensively when the others give them wide-eyed looks of reproach "How else dyou think we 
got by, before this?" 


He waves the dirty brush distastefully in front of him, laughing when a smattering of soot lands on Mke. Billy whips 
out the penknife and starts playing with it as he walks, flipping it gracefully between his thin fingers, and the others 
watch, exclaiming with amusement. Saul holds a toothpick between his teeth like a cigar and exhales with relish into 
the crisp air, his breath forming a cloud of icy condensation that mingles with the steadily thickening fog 


They're about five or ten minutes away from Master's house - home - when Mike feels a tug at his sleeve, and 
looks over to see Steven clutching the ragged material between his fingers and pointing at an elegant redbrick 
mansion up ahead. 


"We should try and get that place," he says wistfully, his eyes taking in the regal, severely defined edges of the 
enclosed stone porch, lingering on the ridged terracotta tiles on the rooftop adjacent to where the chimney stands 
ramrod-straight, and somewhat imposing The boys all come fo a gradual halt and stand and stare at the residence 
that towers with intimidating grace above them, its splendour somehow rendering the surrounding mist practically 
ornamental. They all draw closer together, unconsciously, except for Steve, who stands stil, looking at the house 
with open-mouthed awe. 


‘| bet its a bloody picture inside," he breathes. 'I bet the owner's a right toff. Hell give us bags of rhino if we play 


our cards right." 

Mke gives him a doubttul look 

‘ts nearly seven, Steve - Master won't be happy if were late home." 

"HI make it quick" Steve promises. "I really wanna see what that place looks lke inside.." 

He scampers off without waiting for a reply. Resigned, Mike motions for the others to continue without them and 
stands on the side of the pavement, shifting from one calloused foot to the other, watching as Steve reaches up 
and knocks on the door with a small fist, then stands back and waits. Mike hugs himself, rubbing one foot against 
the back of his calf, observing the moss that grows thick and black, snaking Iithely between the bay and sash 
windows, and how pathetically small Steve suddenly looks next to such a stately building 


When the door opens at last, Mike cranes his neck, frowning, unable fo quite identify whoever stood inside as Steve 
talked, his high-pitched babble sounding disproportionately far away. 


After less than a minute, the door slams shut, cutting Steve off mid-sentence. Steve stands for a moment, 
stunned, then kicks out at the door and curses loudly, kicking it once more for good measure before stomping off 


the porch and making his way back towards Mike, his usually sunny face dark with indignation. 


"That grouchy old fart!" he says furiously. "D'you see what he did? He slammed the door right in my face! 
Bastard!" he yells back at the door as Mke guides him away hastily, trying in vain to shush him, 


"He said | was too filthy to set foot in his house! He acted like | was some- some - he threatened to set his dog 


on me!" 

He adjusts the burlap sack on his back and glares over his shoulder. "Snot-nosed, poncy old goat!" 

Steve continues raving and making dark threats for much of the way home. The tingling edginess that glided through 
Mike's belly whilst they had been outside the house gradually fades into faint exasperation as Steve goes on, until 
finally, unable to bear it any longer, Mike grabs his arm. 

‘How about you stop carrying on like a big girl, and we go and do something about him?" 

Steve stops walking 

‘Like what?" 

Mke shrugs. 

"Dunno. Leave a shit on his doorstep and set it on fire?" 

The vulgar image gives Mike an impish feeling of satisfaction 

"Yeah. Thatd take the bastard down a peg or two." 


But Steve is shaking his head. 


‘All| wanted to do was see what that place looked like on the inside," he says mourntully. "Ive never been in 


anyplace like that, Mikey - " 

1 know!" Mike waves his hand excitedly. "How about you climb in down the chimney and scare the pants off him?" 
Steve blinks 

"We could do it We could sneak out one night, me and you, and Id stand guard on the roof while you climb down." 
"Mike, Master would slit our throats in the bath if he ever found out - " 

‘Scaredy-cat." 

That makes Steve glare at him. 

"You what?" 


‘Scaredy-cat," Mike repeats, sticking his tongue out. "You big baby, you're afraid - " 


"Lam not! Shut up!" Steve swings his burlap sack at him, and Mke sidesteps it easily, giggling 
'Scared-cat, scaredy-cat, Steve's a baby scaredy-cat - " 

"Shut up, | said! You take that back!" 

The air rustles as Steve's bag swings aimlessly through the air 

"Take it back, Mikey," he demands, all the indgnation of hurt pride reverberating in his tone 
HI take it back iF you do it" 

The air has stiled, and a lone cricket chirrups softly into the darkness 


Mike grins at Steve. The challenge shines in his eyes, the faded orange glow of the streetlamps dancing across his 


features, and he leans forward, lowering his voice. 
‘ dare you." 


* * * 


When Michael returned home from Sweeting's Tavern, leaving it under the care of his capable employees for 


the remainder of the night, he was in high spirits. 


It had been an excellent day for business, with customers coming and going freely into the restaurant, and the 
steady buzz of cutlery, boisterous laughter and friendly chatter infused the place with a warm atmosphere of 
snug contentment. Soft yellow light from the numerous oil lamps positioned tastefully around the restaurant 
gave the setting a healthy, reticent glow, and the rich smell of good, hearty food wafted invitingly from the 
kitchen. The sweet, comforting aroma freshly baked bread and savoury pies blended pleasantly with the spicy 
tang of various soups and stews. Michael had stood for a while behind the counter, surveying the happy scene 
before him, wishing that Walter Sweeting - his adoptive father from whom he'd inherited the restaurant - 
could see how prosperously his business was flourishing, and as he always did, he sent up a silent, heartfelt 
prayer of thanks for his good fortune, and another for the soul of the gentle old bachelor who had rescued 
him from the hell of being a child chimney-sweep, adopting him and raising him as his son. 


As he closed the front door of his house behind him, Michael made a mental note to visit Rosslyn Hill Chapel 
soon, where Walter was buried - the last time he had stopped by was nearly six months ago, he realised with 


some guilt. 


A glance at the grandfather clock revealed that it was almost five in the afternoon, which meant that Charlie 
had returned from school and was sitting up in his room pretending to do his homework. As for Helena, he 
remembered vaguely that she had said something about a salon appointment today. Wondering why it was that 
she felt the need to frequent that place every week without fail, he slung his keys onto the heavy oak table 


and collapsed heavily into the armchair. He found himself thinking of his birth mother. 

If there was a woman who had never seen the inside of a salon, it was Rosie McKagan. Having been sold by his 
father into the chimney-sweep trade as a toddler, he had only the vaguest memories of a small, ruddy- 
skinned woman who smelled like a homely mixture of vanilla extract and soap, her fair hair always falling out of 
the messy bun at the nape of her neck, always carrying a howling infant on her hip and swatting at the other 


two or three that clung to her skirts as she tried to complete some chore or the other. 


A loud bump from upstairs, followed by a giggle and more thumping, roused him from his thoughts, and he 
shook his head at Charlie's machinations. 


"What on earth are you doing up there?" he called jovially, looking up at the ceiling as though expecting to see 
his son's playful face grinning toothily back at him through the floorboards. 


Scritch, 

Michael blinked at the fireplace. 

The ornately carved white marble surround looked mockingly back at him, waiting. 

Scritch-scritch 

Two of them this time, in quick succession, like sandpaper grating against his eardrums. He got up out of the 
armchair, one hand to hovering by the side of his head as if to shield himself from the noise, slowly inching 
away towards the stairs. 

Of all the houses, he thought dully. OF all the houses in London, and we end up in this one - 

Sccrrrvrrrvrrtch, 

His heel collided with the bottom step and he stumbled, limbs flailing, his stomach dropping, clawing madly at 
the bannisters to stop himself falling and cracking his skull and back against the sharp edges of the nosing. 


Upstairs, Charlie squealed with laughter, talking to his toys in a low murmur, oblivious to the happenings below. 


Michael clutched the banister with both hands, his arms shaking, staring wide-eyed at the yawning black 
mouth of the fireplace. 


"Go away," he said. 


His voice was thin and reedy, hoarse with terror, pathetic. Clearing his throat, he coughed, and the thing in the 


chimney scraped once more, the shrill groan making Michael's knees shake. 


The doorbell rang. 


Michael nearly collapsed with relief, his lips forming his wife's name as he stumbled clumsily towards the door, 


giving the fireplace a wide berth, flinging the door open - 
"Sorry I'm late, Daddy." 


Charlie stood grinning at him on the front porch. 


Part Three 


Author's Notes: 

Finally, part three. This one took the longest to write, probably because it has the highest word count so far. 
Man, this challenge does not fuck around. And to those lovely people who commented on the last chapter and 
haven't received a response from me yet-rest assured, | have read your wonderful feedback (multiple times) 
and adored it, fed off of it, and used it to fuel my energies for writing this chapter, and | will respond to it in 
due course. There's just one chapter left to go-take your time, Monday.. 


"What if | told you Billy and Jeff were old friends of mine?" 

The child stopped attempting to free his arm from Michael's grasp and stared up at him, his eyes narrow with 
suspicion. Michael waited patiently, looking back at the child, seeing Jeff in the sharp, hazel-coloured eyes that 
ran carefully and evaluatively up and down his body, and in the slightly crouched, perpetually defensive posture 


the child had unconsciously adopted. 


"Bollocks," he declared at last, squaring his bony shoulders and tossing his head with abrupt dismissal, the 
probing scrutiny dissolving from his features. "Billy and Jeff ain't got no toffee-nosed friends like you." 


Michael cocked his head and gave him a crinkly-eyed, charming smile. In response, the child's face closed into 


an unfriendly scowl, his lips curling a little at Michael's next words. 

"You'll just have to trust me, won't you?" 

"Billy told me never to trust anybody. He said all people are bastards." 

Chuckling, Michael nodded. 

"That does sound like something Billy would say." 

The child didn’t reply, squirming, twisting his arm in Michael's grip. 

"You just tried to rob me - to rob me - wait, what was the right word? Buzzing, is it?" 
The child sneered a little, but otherwise remained silent. 


"Someone must have taught you, and | have a feeling | know who. Now, | can report you to the police and really 


get you in trouble - both with the law and with Billy and Jeff - but | won't." 


Michael made a show of releasing the child's arm, holding his hands up with his palms facing outwards, his 


movements slow and careful so as to not scare him off. 

"And you can return the favour by taking me to see them." 

Holding his breath, hoping fitfully that the child would not simply scamper off, Michael waited. When a couple 
of seconds had passed, and the child still stood - albeit with great reluctance and resentment - before him, 
Michael released his breath. 


"What if they don't want to see you?" 


The words were spoken innocently enough, but the way that the boy was looking at him - slyly, a smirk playing 
on his chapped lips - made Michael's hackles bristle slightly. 


"Let me worry about that," he replied shortly. "Let's go." 


* eK 


The child gave three sharp knocks on the door with the peeling, brown-green paint, then put his lips to the 
keyhole. 


"Hts Ed!" he hollered. "Lemme in, | got company! 

The footsteps that had been making their way towards the door stopped abruptly. 

"Who?" an adult voice demanded. 

The child shifted impatiently. "Dunno, mate. Some posh toff, says he's a friend of yours and Billy's. 


‘Its me," Michael said to the door, the excitement he'd been feeling during the journey dulling murkily into cold, 
creeping trepidation, for Jeffs voice did not sound friendly in the slightest. "Me, Jeff. It's Mike." 


There was a pause. The child glared at Michael, his fists clenching. 
"If you get me in trouble - " 
The door swung open. 


The child exhaled in relief and darted inside, leaving the two men - one lingering nervously on the step, the 


other standing inside with one hand still on the doorknob - to stare at each other with wary anticipation 


Jeff had grown into a dark, rather lanky young man who could certainly have been handsome, if not for the 
pernicious intervention of life and its cruelties. His black hair, thick and unwashed as ever, still hung 


persistently over his eyes, but where in childhood this imbued his appearance with an endearing insouciance, in 


adulthood there was something rather more baleful about the way his eyes were never quite fully visible, his 
expression never quite fully readable. The sunken cheeks he'd sported as an underfed youth carved a marble- 
like hardness into his pale face, and the apprentice sweep cap they all wore had been replaced by a black 
pageboy hat, tilted rakishly to one side. Michael noticed a rough crookedness to Jeff's nose that had not been 
there before, and his eyes widened when he encountered the silver hoop that pierced through one nostril. A 
long, thin scar slashed sharply down Jeffs pale cheek, managing to look both pink and grey at the same time, 
standing out against the grimy sallowness of his face with a grim defiance, unashamed - proud, even 
Altogether, Jeff's face was that of a man who had encountered more than his fair share of scrapes and 


hardships, and he didn't care who knew it. 
Michael shuffled his feet. 


"Jeff," he greeted his old friend quietly. "It's been a while.” 


He tried to smile. Jeff's only response was to quirk an eyebrow, rolling a toothpick between one side of his 
mouth to the other. After a few long seconds, his head turned slightly and he yelled into the house, never 
taking his eyes off Michael. 


"Hey, Billy! Guess who dropped by!" 

A deep voice shot back with a response from somewhere inside. 
"Your mum, back for some more dirty-puzzling after last night!" 
Raucous laughter echoed from upstairs, and Jeff rolled his eyes. 


"C'mon," he said to Michael, jerking his head and closing the door behind him with a rattling crunch. Michael 
found himself blinking a little, the poor lighting taking him by surprise. The drab, musty red wallpaper that was 
blackening at the edges gave the interior of the house an appearance that was all the more dim and gloomy, 
and Michael could make out litle more than a narrow flight of stairs just a few feet away from the front 
door. As he followed Jeff through the short corridor - if it could be called that - and up the twisting 
staircase that creaked loudly with each footfall, the stale odour of old sweat and rotting wood draining thickly 
into his nostrils, he felt grateful that Jeff couldn't see his nose wrinkle with distaste. 


Three boys, aged somewhere between eight and eleven, were lurking quietly at the top of the stairs. They 
stood back slightly as Jeff passed them by, crossing over towards the open doorway of what Michael 
presumed to be a bedroom in two brief steps. The hallway here wasn't much bigger than the one downstairs. 
Jeff stood back, gesturing with one hand, a smirk playing on his lips. 


"Well, after you." 


Michael swallowed. The trepidation from earlier was still curdling and clotting stickily in his innards, but he 
chastised himself internally as he threw his shoulders back and treaded inside, stopping short at the sight of 


at least half a dozen young boys scattered in various positions around the room. They were leaning against the 
walls, sitting cross-legged on the floor, lying on the ratty sofas, and their heads cocked inquisitively towards 
him as he stood in the doorway, shrinking under their silent scrutiny, vague looks of curiosity tinging their 
boyish faces. When his gaze found Billy, he stepped forward involuntarily, his mouth opening - 


- his brown leather lace-ups struck the wooden floorboards with a brittle, resounding clack 


Half a dozen pairs of eyes swept down towards his feet. The glossy, neat sturdiness of the shoes had never 
seemed more of a liability as Michael became acutely aware that every single person in the house was 


barefoot - except for him. 


Billy was watching, a slight sneer smeared across his slim face, and Michael remembered that sneer because it 
had been Billy's default expression. He did not recall, however, the genuine resentment that lurked, moody and 
unabashed, in those startling green eyes as they raked up and down Michael's body, taking in the the cleanly 
pressed jacket and the neat blond hair. His nostrils flared a little, and Michael shifted, feeling wildly out of place. 


Jeff ordered the boys out of the room with an airy "Right, you lot - piss off and let the grown-ups talk for a 


minute. Go on" 


Michael stood aside as they all trooped out, feeling their stares pricking persistently against his skin like blunt 
icicles. Jeff closed the door behind them and sat down onto the sofa next to Billy, who much like Jeff at the 
front door, had not taken his eyes off Michael for a second. As he stood, hands clasped awkwardly behind his 
back, Michael found himself being struck - just as when he had met them for the first time - by the 
uncanny likeness between the two of them, and the curious ability they possessed that enabled them to read 
one another and communicate with nothing more than a transient series of imperceptible looks and body 
language. Billy slanted Jeff a sidelong glance, and Jeff raised his head, his eyes widening for a fraction of a 
second. In response, Billy gave a slow, lazy blink before his eyes settled back onto Michael. 


"Well, I'll be fucked," he said at last, flicking a rogue strand of fine red hair from his eyes with a quick swipe of 
one finger. "Our very own Mikey, back from the dead." 


The corner of his lip twisted up, and Michael, in spite of himself, smiled hesitantly back. 

"Hello, Billy." 

"Well, sit ye down, old boy, sit ye down," Jeff exclaimed, adding a sardonic upper-class lilt to his accent, 
motioning to the chair in the corner of the room, watching as Michael dragged it forward and sat a few feet 
in front of them, sharing an amused look with Billy when he pushed it backwards a little, the creaking whine of 
wood scraping over wood vibrating angrily around the otherwise silent room. 


"Can | get you a drink?" Jeff inquired. "We have - let's see." 


He tilted his head to one side, counting off the options on his fingers. "Tap water, tap water, and..oh, | think we 


have some tap water left, right, Billy?" 

Unsure if he was joking, Michael looked to Billy for help. But Billy's blank expression gave away precisely nothing. 
Michael turned back to Jeff and politely refused, feeling faintly ridiculous. Jeff shrugged one shoulder and 
settled back in his seat. 

"So." 

Jeff folded his arms on his knees, leaning forward. 

"What brings you to our litte slice of hell, Mikey?" 

Michael chewed his lip. 

| was in the neighbourhood?" he ventured, his weak smile faltering and a hot blush beginning to creep up his 
neck when neither Jeff nor Billy acknowledged that ill-fated attempt at lightheartedness. Michael tugged 


nervously at his collar with one hand, noticing a glint of silver in Billy's right hand. A pocket-knife. 


"|.well, your friend - friend?" Michael waved a hand towards the door, wondering what the appropriate term 


would be for the boy who had led him here. 

"Ed," Jeff filled in. "Lemme guess - you caught him buzzing." 

"Yeah. | got it out of him that he was with you, and - " he broke off and gave them a curious look. "Is this 
what you both..do? For a living? | mean," he added quickly, seeing the storm clouds gathering on Billy's face, 


"not that there's anything wrong with - with.." 


"Being a criminal?" Jeff said softly, dragging the toothpick up and down the scar on his face, one elbow resting 
on the back of the sofa. "Running a thievery ring? Being poor, perish the thought?" 


"What do you do?" Billy asked suddenly. The knife flipped and spun in his hands, his fingers expertly manoeuvring 
the small blade with the deft grace that had enraptured them all as children, and for the first time, with the 
icy rivulets of disquiet trickling gently along his spine, Michael wondered if that dancing blade had ever tasted 
blood. 


"l inherited my f - my adoptive father's tavern," he managed, remembering that Billy was waiting for an 


answer. He was practically hanging his head, the words crawling reluctantly from his mouth like a confession 
Jeff smiled that thin, empty smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. 
"How nice." 


Michael nodded. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry, his tongue feeling sour and leathery against his 


teeth. Billy and Jeff sat silently before him, well aware of his discomfort and doing nothing to alleviate it, and 
Michael groped for something appropriate to say - there must be some solitary topic innocuous enough to be 
discussed civilly with these two impassive men who had once been his brothers. 


"Where." He cleared his throat. "Is Saul around?" 

Jeff's thin smile did not waver. 

"Sauls dead, Mikey. Saul's been dead for six years.” 

"What?" 

Michael's jaw had fallen open 

"What..how? When?" 

Jeff watched silently as Michael's mouth opened and closed. 


"He would have been.what, twenty-five?" He was frantically calculating the years in his head, the numbers 
flitting in frenzied entropy around his brain, refusing to acknowledge that Saul - Saul, with his mild voice and 
his crooked, gap-toothed grin and the tangled mop of coarse hair that refused to lay flat on his head was 


gone, truly gone - 
"Twenty-four," Jeff corrected him. 


Twenty-four. At that age, Michael had been married for four years, and a father for three, still working 
happily alongside Walter at the tavern, earning extremely comfortable wages and just entering the fifteen-year 
anniversary of his liberation from working as a chimney-sweep. And, by extension, the fifteenth year since he 
had any contact with the boys he had left behind: Jeff, who had watched with silent disapproval as he left 
Master's house, and Billy, who had refused to even look at him, and Saul, Saul who had run after him and 
thrown his arms around his neck and wished him good luck even as his soulful brown eyes brimmed with hot 
tears and his voice hitched, and Michael had cried with him, promising that they would see each other again 
soon, promising it vehemently as he clutched at his friend and wept into his coarse brown shirt that smelled 
like coal and sweat and the incorrupt safety of boyhood friendships. 


And now, he was dead. 
"How?" he whispered, the word dragging itself raggedly through his throat, tripping over his tongue. 


‘Scrotal cancer." Billy's voice was monotonous. "All those years of climbing chimneys in the buff, sleeping in 
those god-damned burlap sacks, all that soot." 


The knife was still in his hand, held loosely between his knuckles. 


‘It was slow," he continued, his voice placid, his eyes trained coolly on Michael. "Really slow. And painful. 


Agonising’ 
He hissed out a short laugh, his teeth clenched, and his fingers started to tighten around the knife. 


"By the end, he was begging us to kill him. He said that he'd rather die than live, because it hurt that much.. 
God, he couldn't sleep for it." 


The knife was slowly digging into the skin of his palm, not quite breaking it, the pale flesh contorting and 
resisting against the sharp pressure of the blade. Jeff slanted a look at him, chewing his lip, but Billy's focus 
had not wavered from Michael, who was powerless to look away, although he desired to, badly - something 


terrible was slowly flickering to life in Billy's pupils, expanding, pervading darkly into the green irises. 


"He couldn't move around much, towards the end. He just sat around, all the time, watching, and he didn't talk 


much - he just cried, sometimes..." 


His eyes were almost fully black, opaque. His voice was little more than a low whisper as he leaned forward, 


and Michael found himself leaning back in his chair, cowering. 


"And then it spread up, through his back into his stomach and it stayed there, festering, and that's how it 
killed him." 


Blood burst from the torn flesh of his palm, thick and rust-coloured. Billy did not flinch or even blink. Jeff 


clenched his jaw and looked away, the muscles in his face twitching. Michael could not speak. 


"It took him a year to die." Strain was worming into Billy's voice, slithering around the words and constricting 


them, and finally the impassive mask fell from his face. 
"A year" he croaked. 


Michael's spine pressed against the hard wooden back of his chair as pain, agonised pain and dread scuttled 
madly across Billy's features like insects, vile and unrestricted, and Michael opened his mouth, his gaze falling, 
noticing the way Billy's left arm was wrapped tightly around his stomach, understanding with the slow freeze 
of horror what Billy was experiencing - what was growing inside of him, just as it had grown inside Saul, 
malignant and sly, waiting languidly for the right moment reach up and strike into the soft, vulnerable organs 
and nerves above. The blood that dripped thickly down his right wrist, where he still clutched the knife in his 
lacerated palm, suddenly seemed pure - benign, even, Michael found himself thinking, compared to the other 
malady, the one that was not self-inflicted. The one that would not heal. 


"lm 


"Sorry?" Billy barked, rage mingling with the anguish onto his features like a grotesque cocktail. He made the 


word sound obscene, forming it around contorted lips and spitting it out, as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. 


"Are you? You gonna miss me when I'm gone, Mikey? Huh? Because we were such friends, weren't we? 
Brothers! 


He laughed wildly. 
"Billy - " 


"Where were you, Mikey? Where were you, when they turned us out on the streets because we weren't small 


enough to be chimney sweeps anymore? Where were you when Saul got sick, Mikey? Huh?" 
The cracks in his voice were deepening, widening, paving great slashes into his words as he spoke. 


"Where were you when we dug his grave ourselves in the middle of the night because we couldn't afford a 


proper burial, Mikey? Where were you, you son of a bitch?" 
His voice broke, and there was silence. 


Silence, charged and dangerous, like a wild animal coiled before a strike - and yet simultaneously barren and 
exhausted, and it was a silence that Michael did not know how to break. Perhaps because, in some strange, 


bitter way, it was already broken 
Jeff was the first to speak. 
"You should leave." 


He stood up, walking briskly to the door. Michael, who could not look either of them in the eye, got up and 
followed him without raising his head, but as the door swung shut behind him he could not help but turn and 
share one last look with Billy. 


The man who had once been his friend was now sitting with a slightly hunched posture on the sofa, his bloody 
hand curled a few inches below his chin, his other arm still wrapped around his lower stomach, a vicious snarl 


burned into his face as his narrow eyes glittered and flared, like flames reflected in ice. 


When Jeff opened the door for him, not speaking a word, a stony expression of pitiless apathy carved into his 
face, Michael found himself physically incapable of taking the two short steps out into the night - for it was 
night, now, the biting chill of the winter air nipping at his skin - without attempting to justify himself, or 


excuse himself. 
"Jeff..." 


Jeff's eyes swivelled with vague, long-suffering irritation towards him, one hand still on the doorknob, holding it 


open. 


"Jeff, | didn't mean to - | just.About Saul, and everything else - " 

The words tripped over themselves, clumsy and stuttering, nonsensical and impotent. Contempt was starting to 
stain itself over the irritation in Jeff's eyes, along with something more sinister, something he was allowing 
slowly but surely to come alive on his face - repulsion 


"Are you satisfied?" 


His expression had not changed, but voice seared with a calm, inflexible hatred that was somehow infinitely 


worse than Billy's impassioned fits of rage. 

"Are you pleased with yourself, Michael? Did this little visit remind you of how lucky you are?" 

The wind groaned and sighed against the brick and concrete of the street outside, and Jeffs hair ruffled 
softly, his fringe shaken out of his eyes, which shone like black stones in the darkness, accusing, unforgiving, 


terrifying in their impassivity. 


"Every one of us," he hissed, "is either dead, or dying, or wishing to God that they were dead because they 
have nothing - nothing - to live for. Nothing!" 


His bared teeth glinted dully in the shadows, and even as Michael shrank back, he could feel the hot, choking 
acidity of Jeff's breath clogging his nostrils and bulging against the back of his throat as the other man 
seemed to advance on him, tower over him, without moving an inch. 

"Every last one of us, Mikey. Every last one of us..except you" 

He tugged the door violently towards his body, yanking it open wider, the movement making Michael jump. 

"Get out," he growled. "Go on. You're not welcome here. Get out, and don't you ever come back." 

Michael held his gaze for a second longer, before blinking twice and looking away. 

"All right. All right - if thats what you want." 

He could not keep his voice from shaking. Before Jeff could close the door, Michael turned and held out an arm, 
pressing his hand against the cold, rotting wood, and Jeff glared at him, but Michael swallowed and endeavoured 


to ask his question nonetheless. 


"Steve..." he said hoarsely, the wind stealing the single syllable and carrying it into oblivion. 


Jeff tensed. 


"What about him?" he said shortly. 

"Did they ever find out what happened to him, after the night he - went missing? | mean.." Michael's lips were 
trembling, not with cold, and he wondered if Jeff could make out the tears in his eyes that remained un-spilled 
through sheer force of will. "Where he went?" 


The question hung nervously in the air. 


"He'd got himself trapped in a chimney, in one of those big houses down in Piccadilly or somewhere," Jeff told 


him flatly. "They found his body after a few weeks, when it started to smell." 


He laughed softly, the hard, mirthless sound caressing Michael's skin, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their 


wake. 

"And here, | was starting to think you'd clean forgot all about Stevie." 

The door slammed shut. The dull thud echoed hollowly around the empty street. 

Somewhere in the dark, a lone cricket chirruped. 

* * * 

"When are you coming to bed, darling?" 

Helena's anxious tone and her hesitant touch on his shoulder barely stirred him, drunk as he was. 


"Soon," he mumbled, his head lolling against her hand, attempting to reassure her and succeeding only in 


worrying her further. 


"Michael, it's nearly three in the morning," she persisted, stroking his hair, the other hand moving to take the 
bottle from him, but he jerked it out of her reach. 


"lll be up soon," he repeated, speaking with deliberate, careful slowness. "Go on, I'll." 

He swallowed a burp, feeling his wife flinch. 

"lll catch up," he finished, and took another drink 

She hovered at his elbow for a second longer, but then she turned and left, her soft footsteps padding up the 
stairs, getting slowly quieter until he heard the creak of the bedroom door opering, and only then did he relax, 


returning to his watchful, slightly blurry vigil at the fireplace - just as he had been doing more often than 
not, in the four months since they had all moved into this particular house on Piccaailly Road. 


He sat, immobile and intoxicated in the armchair. The candlelight fluttered silkily, casting fluid shadows of dusky 
orange against the walls, and he fought valiantly against the heaviness of his eyelids, waiting to hear the noise 
he knew was coming, his mouth slightly open as he faced the fireplace, the bottle held tight in his grip. He had 
not a clue what he would do if and when he heard the rasping, desperate scritch-scritch-scritch of broken 
fingernails against the side of the flue, the groaning serrrrrmrrtch of a small body inching its way painstakingly 
but with terrible determination down towards the mouth of the fireplace, but he knew with a weary, resigned 


kind of dread that he had to face it - 
him - 


And there was something in the mouth of the fireplace, something that moved, pulsated| as if hideously 
mimicking the natural, lively rise-and-fall of respiration, and the candle was not enough to reveal the full 


appearance of the foul creature, but Michael could see enough of it to know - 


It was curled up, the position of its deformed spine and limbs reminding Michael - even as his rational mind 
spun wildly away, engulfed by primal, petrified hysteria - of a foetus, an overgrown, blackened foetus with long 
strips of flesh missing from its bones, and images of dried, yellowing human tissue burnt stickily against the 
sides of the flue flashed behind Michael's eyes. The upturned face was eyeless, blind, possessing nothing more 
than two hollow pits positioned above the charred lump of the nose, but somehow it could see him, sense him 
effortlessly, and the flame of the candle jumped and writhed, and Michael could feel himself slipping away, 
surrendering, breaking both in mind and in spirit as the thing started to move. A dry crack, like twigs buckling 
and snapping under the harsh crunch of solid boots, drummed against Michael's ears, and the sound persisted 


relentlessly, hollowly, as the creature reached out an arm towards him. 
‘Mikey..." 


The hushed screech intermingled with the rasping crackle and crunch of bone in a gruesome cacophony as the 


creature manoeuvred itself into an upright position. 


When it was standing before him, its arm reaching forward to touch his face with the decaying remains of its 


hand, Michael began to scream. 


Part Four 
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"Im stuck." 


Steve's voice, echoing windingly up from within the chimney, the first twinges of fear plucking playfully at his words 
as they dance through the soundless black chill of the night 


Mke is chewing his lp fitfully, his eyes squeezed shut, the metallic tang of fresh blood searing itself onto his taste 
buds. 


‘Mikey, Im stuck - " 

"I heard you, all right?" 

The air crackles sharply at the words. Pain tingles bitterly at the back of his craned neck, bleeding down through his 
shoulders into his back as he looks into the chimney, into that inky, bottomless void of nothing, seeing no sign of 
Steve. Hs teeth grind against each other, and he can feel the squeaking clicks scraping dully at his brain 

‘How far down have you gone?" 

‘Pretty low, | think Im almost at the firepl - " 

A pause. 


"Steve?" 


Rough bricks growl against his skin through the flimsy material of his shirt, gnashing greedily at his ribs as he raises 
his feet off the roof and leans his torso over the edge of the chimney, trying to look deeper. 


"Stevel” 


Fresh relief breathes minty air into his lungs when he hears Steve's voice again, and he feels his muscles relax a 


litle. 


"There's some kind of party going on down here, Mikey. There's music, and lots of people..." 


Mike curses quietly, 

"We really picked our night to come down here, huh, Stevie?" 

indignation erupts hotly out of the flue as Steve splutters. 

"This was your bright idea, you nonce!" 

"l dared you! | didn't bloody hold a gun to your stupid head! You could have just said no!" 

There is no reply from Steve. Mike's aisgruntlement tapers off, slowly, guiltily, leaving sharp splinters of fear 
shimmering lucently in its wake, and he slams his eyelids closed, slams his fists against the sandpapery bricks of the 
chimney crown - winces - and hauls himself upwards. 


‘lm coming to get you. Stay put, all right?" 


There is no word or sound in answer. He spits out a curse, his legs swinging over the flue liner, dangling over that 


inky bottomless void of nothing, getting ready to descend, when he hears a sudden cry 
Mikel" 

He growls, his head falling backwards in weary agony: 

‘Bloody hell, now what?" 

Mike, don't - dont come down here." 


‘lust shut up, Steve," Mike snaps, shifting his weight, preparing to lower himself into the flue. ‘Its not enough that 


n" 


you go and get yourself stuck like an idot, you want fo be a twat about it too - 
"| mean it, Mike! Dont come down!" 


Mke freezes, his heels flat against the top of the flue. He can hear the wild, desperate scritch-scritch-scritch of 
Steve scufflng madly down below, and quick, gulping pants of frenzied exertion 


"Stever" 


Uncertainty. The skittish, meek fading of bravado that had not been all that authentic to being with. Something that 
smells lke smooth, grey acid crawling densely over his clothes, sliding with the rough richness of oak against the 
prickling skin of his neck, reaching into his nostrils and stifling them, singeing the tiny hairs inside as it seeps into his 
lungs. 


‘Oh, God, Mikey..." 

The words sound pale, stripped of all spirit and vigor, transparent and flimsy, and Mike has never heard Steve 
sound like this before. He realises, with the mild beginnings of fear rumbling in his innards, that his legs have 
instinctively drawn themselves up and out of the flue. 

‘Mikey, he's - he just lit the fire." 

* * 

‘So? Can | trust you?" 

Michael waited, eager and nervous, for the child - Ed - to reply. Ed squinted up at him, his eyebrows knotted 
together, then looked back down at the bulging brown pouch that Michael held in his hand, a teardrop-shaped 
wrap of rough-hewn, lumpy material. He scratched his cheek with the threading hem of his sleeve and blew 


the air out from between his cheeks. 


"They ain't gonna take it," he said at last, shoving his hands in his pockets and pawing the ground with his heel. 
"They just ain't. They'll know it was from you, and - " 


“That's why | need you to be the middleman, Ed," Michael explained, squeezing his hand tighter around the 
pouch, feeling the cool hardness of the coins inside as they slipped and glided over each other with a faint, 
musical plinking. "| need you to take it to them. Tell them | threatened you with the police, or...” 


He exhaled, the silvery mist of vapour forming and swiftly disappearing before his cold-reddened face. 


"Whatever excuse you want - just make sure they take it. All right? Its the only way. Like you said, they'd 


never accept it from me." 

He paused, feeling a sudden dull sting in his throat, and he averted his eyes, examining the pale, uneven grey- 
brown rectangles of the cobbled pavement, tracing the rigid lattice of stone and cement with eyes that were 
suddenly smarting. 

“They wouldn't want my.” 

Ed watched him, his hands still in his pockets. 


"Your charity." He supplied the word flatly. 


Its not charity," Michael snapped, raising his head to glare at the child, who raised an impertinent eyebrow in 


response. 


"Really? What would you call it, then?" 


Michael faltered. 


"You wouldn't understand," he muttered, scratching the back of his neck as Ed looked at him with scornful 


amusement. "They'll know...” 


‘lm telling you, mister, they ain't gonna take it," Ed said impatiently, throwing his hands in the air. "All you're 


gonna do is get me in trouble - 


"It's a chance, isn't it?" Michael interrupted, frustration stirring to life in his stomach, barbed and ugly, and he 
gave the pouch a little shake, desperate to make the boy understand. Ed's eyes widened slightly at the thick, 


musical tinkle of coins. 


"Is better than me knocking on the door, isn't it? They can't turn down the money if they already have it, if 
one of their own gives it to them.if they're holding it in their hands, it'll be different. Don't you see?" 


He shook the pouch again, and Ed bounced nervously on the balls of his feet, his eyes darting to and from the 


pouch of money in Michael's hand, glaring at it with a conflicted mixture of suspicion and coveting. 


"How much do you have in there, anyway?" he said, attempting to sound nonchalant, but Michael could see the 
hunger flinting in the hazel eyes, the hunger and desire, and when the child registered Michael's awareness of 
this transient fissure in his facade of indifference, a hard film of pugnacity swung, curtain-like and dark, over 
his grubby features. He raised his chin, his hands slowly curling into fists as his shoulders curved into a slight 


crouch. 


Michael regarded him, trying to locate that voracious, urgent gleam of hunger once more, appealing to it with 


everything he had. 
‘Forty pounds." 
Ed blinked, and burst into laughter. 


"Forty pounds!" he choked at last, after several moments of fitful guffaws during which Michael watched him 
patiently, a smile playing on his lips. Ed wiped his eyes with the palms of his hands. 


"Good one, that - forty bloody - yeah, all right, mate, pull the other one, its got bells - " 
"Well, actually, twenty pounds in this one," Michael admitted. "I've got the rest in here." 
The bag of screws and nails he had been holding met the cobbled ground with a solid jangle as he set it down, 


next to the armful of wooden planks he had hauled around with him during his search for Ed amongst the 
plethora of disheveled waifs that roamed the streets. 


Now, the air was rapidly dimming as evening inched its desolate way into the horizon The bustle of the 
afternoon was dwindling as the day drew to a close, and Ed scratched the back of his head, shifting rapidly 
from one foot to the other, the sneer on his face slowly falling away as Michael reached into his pocket and 
brought out another pouch, identical to the first. 

"There," he said quietly, holding them out for inspection. "Forty pounds." 


Ed's jaw hung open. His head moved fractionally from side to side as he blinked between the bags Michael held 


in each hand with absolute, silent wonder. 


‘More than enough to keep you all decently fed and clothed for years," Michael said, stooping over slightly, 
reducing the difference in height between the two of them, clearing his throat. 


"And..." 
He coughed quietly. 
"Use it for Billy. When he..you know, when - " 


The words refused to travel past his lips, allowing themselves to be dragged into his throat and no further, 
settling with lumpy obstinance into the soft curve just behind his tonsils. 


"Just don't let him end up like Saul," Michael managed, at length. There was an obsequious quality to his tone, a 
kind of helpless, bitterly sorrowful pleading. Ed tore his entranced stare with some difficulty from the money- 
bags and back at Michael. 

"Billy hates you, you know," he informed him. There was no malicious intent in his voice; he was merely stating 
facts, cold, hard facts that rammed like sharpened stakes into Michael's chest and twisted cruelly into the 
tender flesh, and he closed his eyes. 

"| know." 

"So does Jeff." 

"| know," he repeated. 

Ed was shaking his head. 

"You're mad, mister," he said bluntly. "Mad as a hatter. There's something really wrong with you." 


Michael straightened and stood back, shaking the strands of hair that had fallen over his eyes. 


"When | want a psychological evaluation, Ill ask for it," he said roughly. 


"Now, will you do this or not?" 


Still, Ed hesitated, each hand grasping the opposite elbow as if to reign himself in, his front teeth protruding 
over the chafed lower lip, nibbling. Michael balanced one of the pouches on the inside of his elbow, keeping his 
arm close to his stomach so it did not fall, and reached into his pocket with his free hand, removing the 


treacle toffee he had bought for Charlie earlier and holding it out. 


"Here. Take it," he urged, peeling back the paper slightly to expose the rich, smooth brown of the sweet inside. 
‘Its yours, if you do me this favour." 


He held his breath. 
"Please, Ed" 


The boy practically danced with agitation, staring at the sweet with even greater reverence than he had shown 
for the money, licking his lips and swallowing, the soft click of his throat audible in Michael's ears as he waited, 


silent pleading effusing from his every pore. 


When Ed gave in at last, cursing to himself and snatching the pouches out of Mike's hands, stuffing them into 
his shirt, the rush of satisfaction - or at the very least, satiety - that Michael rather naively expected to 
feel refused to surface. He felt nothing more than a bleary, forlorn exhaustion, and he only realised he was 
swaying on his feet when he almost lost his balance, his arms flailing around for the closest thing to hold on 
to, which turned out to be Ed's shoulder. To his credit, the boy did not pull away immediately; he let Michael 
regain his bearings, watching him with a curious expression on his face, before stepping cautiously out of 


reach. 
"l'll_be off now, then?" 


His tone twisted up at the end, turning the sentence into a question, as if waiting for Michael to demand some 
sort of favour in return, or to announce that the whole spectacle had been a practical joke and the money in 
the pouches was fake, and the toffee would be snatched from his spindly fingers before he could even inhale 
its savoury aroma, let alone run his tongue over the deep brown treacle and feel the sticky, luxuriant silkiness 
melting sweetly onto his taste buds. The thought made him draw back, clutching the pouches and the toffee 


closer to his chest. 
But Michael looked at him with only gratitude in his eyes. 

"Make sure they get the money, Ed," he whispered. 

Ed hesitated, then nodded once, briefly. Michael bent at the waist to gather his supplies from the ground, 
straightening, looking back down at Ed as though he wanted to say something else; but when he opened his 


mouth, nothing more than a sigh blew softly from between his lips. He turned and walked away, following the 
few pedestrians that were also on their way home, turning left at the church and disappearing from sight. 


Ed watched him go, his arms wrapped carefully around his shirt where the pouches nestled against his ribs. He 
had adopted that defensive, slight crouch once more, standing completely still on the pavement, dirty strands 
of brown hair blowing gently against his forehead as the odd walker passed him by. All of them moved 
forward, towards the tranquil ornateness of the church, disappearing behind it just as Michael had. 


The boy took a deep breath through his nostrils. He turned on his heel, almost colliding with a coated man 
sporting a monocle over one eye, and ran, his bare feet slamming a dogged tattoo against the pavement, arms 


wrapped tightly around his torso, racing in almost the exact opposite direction as the man who had just given 


him forty pounds and a toffee that was intended for his son 


* * 
"Morning, Daddy." 


Charlie grinned at his father round a large mouthful of toast, his school satchel on the floor next to him. 
Michael smiled back, walking over and wiping the smear of jam from Charlie's cheek with his thumb. Charlie 
leaned into his touch, trying playfully to bite his fingers, and Michael's eyes were suddenly misting over and his 
breath hitched wetly in his chest, and he engulfed his son in tight hug, burying his face in the blond curls, his 
eyes fluttering closed as he inhaled the invigorating green scent of soap. Charlie wriggled a little, letting out a 
surprised murmur, and Michael started to loosen his grip, but then small arms encircled his shoulder blades 


and Charlie was hugging him back. 


"I love you, Charlie," Michael said gruffly, tightening his arms around his son, his face still hidden in his hair. 


"You know that, don't you, son? | love you more than anything." 
"I know, Daddy." Charlie's was voice was slightly muffled against his shoulder blade. "I love you too." 


Michael rubbed his back, rocking gently to and fro, marvelling at how easy it was for this little boy to love, 
and be loved in return, his youthful innocence unmarred and pure, his affable good nature worn like a buoyant 
accessory. His thoughts wandered to Ed, that scrappy, street-wise young urchin with the hardened eyes and 
and glowering countenance, distrust written into each smear of grime on his thin face. He could not be much 
older than Charlie - in fact, there was a good chance that they were the same age, and Michael wondered how 
that child could have turned out, how differently he would carry himself, if he had ever felt the fierce, deep 
affection of a parent, and the warm, safe security of a real home, as opposed to that filthy, dilapidated den 


where crime was a livelihood and the discordant song of death was a familiar tune. 


Charlie angled his head upwards and blew a raspberry against Michael's cheek, interrupting his dismal thoughts. 
Exclaiming, Michael straightened, dragging his sleeve against the dampness on his skin as Charlie giggled happily, 
tilting his head and waggling his tongue with cheeky mirth as his father gave him a frown of mock anger and 
swiped the rest of his toast, stuffing it into his mouth. 


"Hey, that's mne” Charlie aimed a half-hearted swipe at Michael's face. 


"You want me to vomit it out?" Michael offered, putting a hand against his stomach. "You'll have to give me a 
few minutes - " 


"No! No, keep it! Keep it!" Charlie was hanging onto the back of his chair, his cheeks ruddy with laughter, 
shrieking when Michael started to tickle him. He scrambled out of his seat and dashed across the room, 
skipping past the chairs, bounding nimbly over the floor, skidding slightly on the rug by the fireplace. 

"Look out!" Michael yelped as his son screeched to a halt less than a few inches from the bag containing the 
nails and screws he had deposited by the fireplace the night before. Charlie circled around it curiously, bending 
to poke at the bag's contents, looking up at Michael with a questioning expression 


"What are these for?" 


Michael went to stand next to him, reaching out and adjusting his son's collar, clearing his throat noisily, 


knowing Charlie would not like what he said next. 

‘lm.l'm going to board up the chimney," he said, with a vague air of contrition. 

Charlie's face fell, and Michael felt a twist of guilt. 

"Oh, Daddy, why?" 

"Because it's dangerous, Charlie," Michael said, with gentle firmness, still fiddling with Charlie's collar. "That's 
why. It's dangerous and | don't like it, so I'm boarding it up with those," he waved his hand at the planks, “until | 


can get someone to do it properly, with bricks." 


"But Daddy." There was no sign of the smile that had been on Charlie's face only a few moments before. 
"Daddy, | lke the chimney. Its nice." 


"Nice?" Michael tried not to scoff. "It's not nice, Charlie. Its..." 

He sighed, running a hand through his hair, fidgeting at the disappointment that clouded his son's face. Charlie's 
shoulders were slumped, one hand reaching up and stroking the mantle with sorrowful tenderness. Michael 
chewed his lip, thinking, and brightened suddenly. He leaned forward, covering the side of his mouth with a 
cupped palm, his eyes wide. 

"You want to know the real reason, Charlie?" he said in a stage whisper. 


Sensing the change in his father's demeanor, Charlie's eyes started to narrow. 


"Um, yes..2" 


"I'm shutting the chimney up because it's got a Bad Thing inside it.” 


"What Bad Thing?" Charlie asked haltingly, drawing away slightly from his father, a confused frown replacing 
the dismay on his face, glancing up at the chimney and back at Michael, who fixed him with a grave look. 


"A really scary Bad Thing," he said in a low voice. "The kind of Bad Thing you and me have to protect Mummy 


from." 


Charlie's eyes widened, his mouth agape with intrigue. Michael moved so he was crouching in front of his son, 


eye to eye, their foreheads almost touching. 
| need you to help me here, Charlie, all right? | need you to be a man" 
Charlie shivered at the last word, excitement fluttering gleefully onto his features. 


"What should | do?" 


"| need you to go with Mummy to Aunt Gloria's house tonight and look after her there, all right?" Michael 


made a show of looking over his shoulder. "I'll stay here and.take care of things." 


The wobble in his voice served to add a sinister authenticity to his words - or so he told himself, quelling the 
tremble of genuine fear that bubbled in his throat, focusing on his son. 


"Can't | stay and help - ?" 

"Nol" Michael blurted, gripping Charlie's shoulders with fierce urgency. "No," he repeated, making a conscious 
effort to lower his voice as Charlie flinched away a fraction. "| need to do this by myself, son. | need you to be 
a brave for Mummy; | need you to stay with her at Aunty Gloria's and protect her, all right?" 

Charlie chewed his lip. "Tonight?" 


"Yes, tonight. After school. Your mother was already planning to pay her a visit today, anyway - " 


"What are you boys whispering about?" Helena's good-humoured tones rang brightly around the room, and 


Michael and Charlie moved apart, shooting her almost identical looks of innocence. 
"We were just talking about tonight..at Gloria's." 
Helena's face brightened. "Oh, yes - | hope you can come by later, Michael, after you've finished with.." 


She nodded towards the fireplace. 


"IIl try," Michael said honestly, going over to her and kissing her cheek. "In the meantime, Charlie can keep you 


company ~- isn't that right, Charlie?" 
He smiled at his son, who stood to attention and beamed back. 
"Yes, Daddy," he replied, breathless enthusiasm tinging his features with a healthy flush. "You can count on it" 


* * * 


When he arrived home after an hour or so in a pub, fortifying himself for the task ahead, it was late, and 
dark; always, dark. He had gone about the house before he started, determinedly lighting every lamp and candle 
he could find in an effort to offset the desolate obscurity outside, but had succeeded only in creating an 
artificial, cheerless red-yellow smoulder thot beat thickly against the walls and stifled the air, and it did not 
take long for Michael to start feeling the first crawling, clammy patches of sweat forming under his clothes 
as he worked. The wind outside was exceptionally strong, rattling the windowpanes with erratic bouts of loud 
aggression. Nevertheless, he had soldiered on, making sure to pull the fire-screen across the mouth of the 
fireplace before commencing. He whistled tunelessly to himself as he hammered the nails through the plywood 
planks into the clean white surround, attempting to drown out the warbling shriek of the wind outside. 


Scritch 


Michael whistled louder, the thin shrillness piercing offensively into the heavy swell of silence - for the wind 
had died down quite suddenly - and continued battering the nails with the hammer, his concentration wholly 
employed with slamming the sharp twists of metal through the wood with as much force as possible, as 
though he had a personal vendetta against them. 


Scritch-scritch 

His mouth was drying, and his lips trembled. The whistling stuttered into a stale, shaky halt. Michael started to 
hum, perspiration beading like grey pearls on his forehead. He was on the last plank of wood, and he worked on 
it vehemently, his humming rising in pitch to become a strangled, overlong cry. 


SCCCRARARARAA TTT - 


Michael screamed when the hammer struck against his thumb, throwing the instrument to one side and 


clutching the injured hand as it throbbed, cursing through gritted teeth, his face contorted 
SCRR-SCRRRTTCH 

‘Goddamn youl" Michael roared, leaping to his feet. "Leave me alone!” 

He stared wildly at the fireplace, completely covered with plywood as it was, with only the final few nails 


missing from one side of the uppermost plank. The wind outside had resumed with gusto, but he could hardly 
hear it over the unbridled rush of viscid blood pounding with great fervour in his ears. His knuckles were white 


with tension as he gripped the edge of the table behind his back, his breath exploding from him in a staccato 
of harsh sobs, waiting, realising with manic hilarity that the creature could very well burst right through the 
flimsy, pathetic barrier he had just erected. 


It was knocking. 


He could hear it knocking, and he froze; the planks thudded and shook. When he heard the giggle, that 
impertinent, ghastly giggle that made his very flesh want to crawl off his bones, Michael felt the terror 
solidify into a hot, scarlet rage, and his fists flew to his sides as he took a step back, his bloodshot gaze fixed 


on the wooden planks. 


‘Leave me alone!" he screamed, thrashing around for something to grab and throw, his hand knocking against a 
nearly-full bottle of whiskey. He managed to wrap his fingers around the bottle-neck before it fell to the floor, 
the beginnings of an idea forming in the small part of his mind that was not scattering frenziedly into 
stupefaction. 


The knocking intensified; the planks would not hold for much longer. Panting, Michael swept forward and 
snatched up the sack of coal he had emptied from the fireplace earlier. He whirled round and made for the 
door, dropping the sack and grappling with the handle. There was a roll of newspapers stacked atop the 
cupboard by the door; he seized them all and shoved them under his arm, grabbing the sack of coal and 
barging outside, the insistent knocking still rapping and vibrating against his eardrums along with that infernal 
scratching. 


Desperation fuels a man to achieve impossible feats; so Michael discovered as he scaled his way up the side of 
the house, struggling to find purchase on the gaps between the brickwork, the bottle shoved into his shirt and 
the newspapers into the coalsack, which he had tied to his forearm using the rope that sealed in the contents. 
It chafed painfully against his skin as he climbed, straining, his fingers grasping at window panes and moss, 
hauling himself up with great effort, and when he finally reached the roof, he did not stop to rest; instead, he 
scrambled directly to the ramrod-straight edifice of bricks that was the chimney, the wind howling and 


moaning with something resembling intense torment. 
‘Mikey, you won't leave me down here, will you?" 


Mike was standing at the rooftop looking anxiously down towards his friend, trying to reassure him that of 
course he would not abandon him, leave him to die in that terrible way, that together they would think of 


something - 


Michael was digging furiously through his pockets, choking with relief when he felt the matchbox graze against 
his fingers, shoving it between his teeth as he tugged the rope from his wrist and tore open the sack of coal, 
removing the stack of newspapers and positioning them by his feet. He upheaved it into the opening of the 
chimney, his lips drawn back in a snarling grimace of determination, sweat pooling around his collarbones, his 
hair agitating in the wind that gusted blackly with sudden fury, bristling through his shirt against his very 
skin, raising the hairs, compelling them to stand rigidly to attention as the coal clattered and clanged down the 


flue. 


He heard a dull, fleshy thump and a ripe crunching, like broken bones, and he squeezed his eyes shut, tearing 


into his lips with his teeth as a high-pitched, whining scream rose from somewhere inside the flue. 
‘No! No, don’t - Help me, Mikey, please, Mikey, please don't let me die, Mike, please, please!" 


"You're already dead!" Michael howled, shaking his head violently as if trying to dispel the noises. "Youre already 
dead!" 


He choked on the last word, throwing the empty sack to one side, fighting to steady his hands as he doused 
the newspapers with the alcohol, his breath tearing a ragged path up his chest. 


The scratching started up again at the sound of liquid hissing wetly onto the paper, ferocious in its 
desperation, accompanied by a turbulent, forceful pounding against the sides of the flue as though the 
creature could sense what he was plotting and would fight it, fight him, with all the terrible power at its 
disposal. 


‘Mikeeeeecey! 4 


A long, anguished howl, melding into the wailing call of the wind, the two sounds winding and whirling around 
each other, becoming indistinguishable in the crisp night air. Michael struck a match and touched it to the the 
drenched newspapers, whimpering as they immediately caught alight with a dull growl and singed his sleeve, 
ducking his head away as an incensed red flame blazed against his cheeks. He coughed, and dropped the burning 
paper into the mouth of the chimney, covering his ears with his hands and sinking to his knees at the soaring, 


agonised cry that rumbled out of the flue. 

‘Mikey, | can't - can't breathe, Mikey - " 

He could hear crying, great, hacking sobs that tore at his lungs and drilled into his brain, and he relapsed into 
the same stifling, helpless delirium of terror that had consumed him all those years ago, his chest constricting 
in on itself and his teeth chattering madly against each other. 

‘Mikey, promise you won't leave me down here!" 

‘lm sorry," Mike said. He was crying, the tears salty and warm as they slid down his cheeks and dripped off 
his jaw, and he clutched at the bricks of the fireplace with crooked fingers, leaning his forehead against it. 


"Stevie, please..l'm sorry, l'm so sorry..God, please..." 


The desperate scratching was growing quieter now, but the smoke still writhed through the brisk night air, a 
dull streak of grey contrasting with the smooth dark blue of the sky. 


It took several minutes for the choking rasps in the flue to cease, and Michael, with his back to the chimney 


and the tears streaming freely down his face, was outwardly immobile. He was re-living the events of many 
years past, when he had been in this exact position, in a black-and-white, soundless acceleration, with a 
precision of memory unnatural to such a time frame. The numb, unsteady climb down the moss onto solid 
ground; the solitary journey home on legs that shook and threatened to collapse with every step; burrowing 
beneath his coal-sack next to Saul, who had murmured sleepily without opening his eyes, cringing unconsciously 
away from the cold that clung to Michael's body; and the smothering, austere mass of terrible guilt that 
crushed his small shoulders as he lay, and crushed them throughout his silence the next day and the day 


after, and would continue crushing them, ruthlessly and without mercy, until the end of time. 


* * * 


"Michael!" Gloria beamed at him, throwing open the door and all but pulling him inside. "| was hoping you would 
make it soon - I'm just about to take the pie out of the oven, its your favourite!" 


Michael allowed himself to be fussed over by his exuberant sister-in-law as she bustled noisily about the 
kitchen, glad that she seemed to not notice the way his knees buckled slightly as he sank into the seat she 
pulled out for him, or the way his hands shook as he cupped them around his neck and massaged the 
gooseflesh. He watched her waft a chopping board over the hot pie, babbling away as she did so, and slowly 
but surely, the safe warmth of indoors started to seep reassuringly into his bones, easing his stiff muscles. 


" - haven't seen you in weeks, Michael, this is simply unacceptable - | baked this cherry pie as soon as Helena 
said there was even a smidgen of a chance that you were coming - oh, and Helena's upstairs with the kids, 


she'll probably be down any second.” 


Gloria had two children, both boys, the oldest was Charlie's age, and Michael could hear the thump and 
guffaws of their play upstairs. The sound soothed him, and he sagged into his chair, looking up and smiling 
weakly when his wife appeared at the top of the stairs. 


"Hello, sweetheart," he said quietly as she made her way downstairs and crossed over to him, peering into his 


face. 


"Are you all right?" she inquired with concern, taking one of his hands and rubbing it between hers, trying to 


warm him. "You look pale...” 


‘lm excellent, Helena," he told her, and he meant it. She was still peering carefully at him, but she started to 


relax, leaning back a little, still warming his hand. 


"You smell like smoke," she informed him, her nose twitching. "Did you light the fireplace one last time, before 
you boarded it up?" 


Michael hesitated, and Helena interpreted his faltering silence as coyness. She put her head to the side and 


smiled. 


"You and Charlie are hiding something from me, aren't you? You boys... 


She shook her head, grinning over at her sister across the room, turning back to Michael and giving his 


shoulder a light, playful slap. 


"What did you two get up to, tonight? Charlie absolutely refused to tell me anything at all, other than he had 
to stay behind and help Daddy get rid of the Bad Thing in the chimney, whatever that means." 


She waved her hand. 


"He had that look in his eye, you know what I'm talking about, don't you? It's the same look he got when he put 


salt in the tea instead of sugar when Marge came to visit that time - he never did like her much..." 


Helena chuckled. 


"Where is the little tyke, anyway? Where's he hiding now?" 


